Scenes from a Dance 
New York, 1974 


In the spring of 1974 the Brooklyn Academy of Music invited Kei Takei and 
her dance group, Moving Earth, to give four performances. They would take place 
the following winter in a former ballroom at the academy. This would be Kei's first 
major engagement. 

She decided to stage the first complete performance of her epic dance- 
theater work called Light. On Thursday night she would do Parts 1 to 6; on Friday 
night, Part 7, “Diary of a Field”; on Saturday night, Part 8 together with Part 9, a 
new piece to be created; and on Sunday afternoon and evening, a seven-hour 
performance of the whole thing. 
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Tuesday afternoon, Joanie's loft on West 17 th Street, four months to opening night 


“We start new piece.” 

Instantly there's silence. 

Kei says something about activity, activities and relationships. “Sometimes boy-woman, 
or two boys and woman, or two woman. Relationship always change.” She puts her fingers on 
the floor to show how sometimes it’s two people and sometimes three. 

“Ee-mahg big book. Many page turning over. People walking. Always move. Like fish, 
birds in sky. Sometimes coming one after other, sometimes all at once. Long way to going.” 

She makes a book out of her hands and shows the pages rising off the floor and turning 
over. “Turn over maybe four time. Each page different. It turn, page gone. New page come up.” 

“What Part is this, Kei?” 

“This is 9.” 

They cluster at one end of the loft with Kei in the lead. “We start with movement. Space, 
order come after.” 

They march across the floor, nodding their heads down-up in time with each step. They 
cross back, this time nodding their heads back-up. They revolve their heads side-down-front, 
side-down-back. 

They tilt their heads from side to side, right-left, right-left. Then thrusting movements 
with the head held upright: forward-center, backward-center, right-center, left-center. Someone 
calls this “The Egyptian.” They swirl their heads, always marching. 

Kei has them do shoulder movements: rolls and thrusts to the front, tilts to the right, tilts 
to the left. 

Then forearm and finger movements, arm swings, wrist rotations. 

Up and down the loft, across and back. 42 times. 


Kei calls for a break. In a moment water is running in the kitchen. Ajar lid is unscrewed. 
Richmond lies down on the floor and falls asleep. 

John Parton opens a murder mystery. 
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Sunday, Kei’s loft at 19 Hudson Street 


The Party for Elsi's Mother 

Richmond arrives precisely at 4:00 with a dance student from Juilliard. They talk with 
Kei about whether or not Nancy should join the group. Richmond thinks she might not 
understand the way Kei works. Kei isn't worried. 

“Sometimes fight, next day okay.” 

Others arrive, then Elsi’s mother, who’s visiting from Peru. She has presents: bibs for 
wine bottles and multicolored potholders. 

Nat Tileston comes in with Erin Martin. He's a photographer who has a loft upstairs. 
Erin is a close friend of Kei's. 

Mai arrives. He’s been doing a children’s show. He goes out to turn on the heat. He 
knows how to bypass the weekend turn-off. 

People start talking about how they get heat in their own buildings. Joanie wraps ice 
cubes around the thermostat. 

Soon we smell warm metal. 

Rock music is on. 

Elsi and Joanie sit together on the floor. 

Erin, Nat, and John de Marco squat together on a rolled-up rug. 

Others play with the cats. 

Out in the street a car alarm rings. 
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Friday afternoon, October 24, Joanie's loft 


Kei teaches Barbara a phrase from Part 2 - looping arms, bends, stop-motion recoveries, 
five steps forward. The other women join in. 

Then it's something for Part 9. They stand in one place and make isolated movements. 

Just head. 

Don’t move torso. 

Very sharp. 

Don’t move body. 

Good. 

Just shoulder. 

Don’t move chest. 

Just shoulder. 

Don’t move back. 

Don’t bounce arm. 

Just move finger. 

This goes on for an hour. Elsi’s mother carries her chair to the front windows and 
crochets. 
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Saturday afternoon, Joanie's loft 


The women sit in a circle. They were here an hour ago to wash the floor. Kei and 
Barbara still have kerchiefs around their heads. Now, as the women begin to stretch their legs 
and spines, streaks of drying wood shift back and forth around them. 


I seem to be watching a timeless ceremony: 
women cleaning, 
women sitting together, 
women tending their bodies, 
women talking in soft voices. 


I remember an evening rehearsal for the men. As soon as the work was done, Kei went 
to the kitchen. 

We sat on the floor along the sides of a low table. As the food was ready Kei brought us 
bowls of soup, then some vegetables fried tempura, then tea. As we were finishing she sat on 
the floor at one corner of the table and ate what we had left. 
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Tuesday evening, Kei's loft 


Does Richmond’s body ever hurt? He never begins a rehearsal like a dancer. He doesn’t 
hang gently from the waist. He pulls himself over, forces his toes up, somersaults into a 
shoulder stand, then down and up in a back-bend. 


Kei tells him to lie on his back, which he does instantly, and to “ee-mahg” a large ball 
dropping from the ceiling. He’s to get over where it’s falling so it will land on his chest. He 
should hold it there with his arms and legs. He squirms over. His legs and arms shoot up. 

“Grab awhile ... leaves away.” 

Kei asks him to slow down, to make the floor sticky. His arms and legs look like the 
curling legs of a dying cockroach. 

“Uh, uh. Good.” 

He pushes himself around the floor. He changes the size of the ball. His eyes stare 
intently. He tells Kei he likes it. 

She says balls will be thrown at his face. They knock his chin down. 

“Are the balls coming from everywhere?” 

“Yes.” 

He runs here and there like a tennis player. 

She goes on to a side-to-side rocking that begins with Richmond on his back. Gradually 
the rocking increases. He’s almost standing at the ends of each arc. 

“That’s nice. It’s a good thing. I like it.” 

She tells him to rest. 

Now she wants a side-to-side rocking that begins from a squat. First the eyes go back 
and forth, then the head and shoulders. The torso joins in. He rises up. His arms flail. His legs 
fly out. 

He's out of breath again. 

Kei tells him to rest. 

He sits cross-legged in front of her. 

There’s an expression on her face, a smile that changes the shape of her eyes. She’s 
holding one hand up with the fingers slightly curved, suspended. 


6 



[slowly] 

The first time I saw her 
We were on a long stretch of beach, 
[pause] 

It was windy, gray, my favorite kind of day. 
Everything’s one color. 

[pause] 

Kei was wearing a poncho pulled over her head, 
[pause] 

Sitting in tall grass, looking out at the horizon, 
[pause] 

She was weaving a basket. 

I knew she was a sister to my heart. 


What did you say to each other? 

We spoke with our eyes. 
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Thursday afternoon, Kei's loft 


Mai tells Kei, “We won’t be able to spend much time there. They rent the space in the 
daytime. After 5:00 we can’t use it because they have to pay a lot of unions to keep it open.” If 
she needs a large space maybe they can use the auditorium at International House. 

“Not same. Every week I have go Brooklyn, just look, think.” 

“It won’t be possible, Kei.” 

“Going to be very hard.” 
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Wednesday afternoon, Joanie's loft 


The warm-ups are especially full. Kei adds things for the calves and feet. She pulls and 
tugs until spines are properly aligned. 

They walk up and down the loft doing head and arm movements. 

Their feet thud. 

Ankle bones crack. 

Floor boards creak. 

Now they combine movements - one of the head or hip things with a chest or arm thing. 
Kei asks for deep scoops from the waist. Then hip thrusts plus shoulder rolls plus elbow jabs 
plus head swirls plus a rhythmic opening and closing of the hands. Their bodies almost fly 
apart. 


They take a break. 


Kei says they should march on their sides. 

They experiment but get nowhere. 

Then John de Marco figures it out. 

He balances himself on one ankle, a hip, a shoulder, and one hand. Raising his body 
slightly he drags himself forward and rotates his legs. 

The others follow him across the floor. They nod their heads from side to side. 



Saturday afternoon, November 2 


The dancers hover over football and baseball pictures and choose which people they 
will be. One section of Part 4 consists of eight tableaux based on these pictures. The players in 
the Iowa-Penn State game are so tangled Kei has to ask Mai which arms go with which legs. 

Kei writes initials on the pictures - blue for boy and red for girl. 

“Who 8 1 last time?” 

“Sin Cha.” Today it’s Joanie. 

The dancers stand close together, then spring into place. 

“Are we supposed to be up in the air?” 

“Yes.” 

Mai says they can support each other as long as they don’t alter the shape of the tableau. 

As each one falls into place Kei checks it out against the pictures. Even facial 
expressions have to be the same. They work on how to keep from bumping into each other. 
Barbara says she did a dance last summer in Arizona modeled on baseball pictures. 
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Saturday afternoon, November 9 


After two run-throughs of Part 3, Kei says, “You have thinking about it all the time. 
Even warming up, thinking about it, not talking.” 

Amy rehearses a passage where she tries three times to run up a stepladder blindfolded. 

“I could not believe you. Why do three? No different. You do three time because can’t 
make first two. Didn’t look like you had to, but because choreographer make three time.” 

Amy looks uncertain. 

Mai explains it’s a matter of energy. The first two times should be tentative, then there's 
an impulse that carries her forward and up the ladder. 

“Maybe you try once and go all way to top. Maybe you make first time. That’s kind of 
things we have feel.” 

Kei says the blindfolds make for sensitivity. “Lots of things we see if eyes closed - light, 
space, sound, other people. Don’t see if eyes open, because looking.” 
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Amy talks about Kei 


Two years ago, the first class I had with her, she taught a class like I’d never had before 
- the stretch things she does, and the breathing. All her exercises are geared to breathing. In 
other classes they tell you to do something and then afterwards they say, “Don’t forget to 
breathe!” 

With Kei it just felt right. I was good at what I was doing with her. It felt like it was a 
natural expression of me. I felt totally involved. I felt it was much more human. 

With her, the thing is to find honesty, the core, and then you’ll find the skills for 
expressing it. There’s technique, but it’s not a matter of conventional technique. She hasn’t 
sought people with a lot of technique. 

When I went to Merce Cunningham’s class I looked at his body and thought, what a 
weird body. His choreography is made for his own body. I didn’t feel I’d ever be able to do it. 
Kei’s choreography is for anybody’s body. It’s a feeling experience. 

With us there’s no competition. We may all learn something, and then she chooses one 
of us to do it. She doesn’t always choose people because they're best for the part. She isn’t 
concerned with getting together the “best” performance. She has a sense of things growing. 
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Friday afternoon, Joanie’s loft 


Kei tells them to jerk their heads from side to side. 


Eye open. Eyes don’t move. Eyes straight ahead. 

Now start walk slow, anywhere. 

Take more time. 

Not just go there. I want see some reason you have go there. 
Now add shoulder. 

Make shoulder staccato. 

Make bigger space. 

After shoulder add chest. 

Don’t forget head. 

Elbow now. 

Don’t forget shoulder. 

More staccato. Before smooth. This another section. Make clear. 
Starting add hip. 

Don’t forget head. 

Add fingers. 

Now finger stop. 

Elbow stop. 

Hip stop. 

Chest. 

Shoulder. 

Just now only head. 

Walk stop. 

Head stop. 


Kei brings them into a circle and leads some gentle stretches up, 

arms over the head, 

around and down to the floor, 

and back again. 
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What do you look for in a dancer? 


Trust me a lot. 

Likes my work. 

Knowing me a lot so I feel comfortable. 

Nothing behind - not someone doesn’t like, doesn’t want to work. 

Someone giving me relaxed, free. 

Strong focus. 

Good concentration. 

Very much warm love. 

Hard worker. 

Loves dance, loves perform. 

Knows themselves - it not, weak, disappear. 

Someone who can forget about themselves - not me, me, me all time. 

Someone can share with another person and with group. 

Also, physically I have look - something going on in the body when they move. 

Not interested in seeing somebody’s technique. 

I lost interest in dancing dancers. Really. Completely lost interest. With them I feel like 
department store - so many clothes hanging on rack. I never feel dancing dancer has own body. 
Way move is same — like doll, puppet. Like watching television - recreation, not impress, 
move. Is okay. Could be enjoy, but doesn’t do anything to me. I cannot believe it what they do. 

I see Merce Cunningham once in studio. Very short solo. Just once I feel, there is Merce 
Cunningham seeing he completely forget what he is doing. 
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Sunday afternoon, November 24, The Tibetan Museum on Staten Island 


Twenty years ago exiled monks walked in this little garden. A mantra that one of them 
chiseled in flagstone and lined with red paint is propped against the wall. 

Inside the temple John de Marco plays the gongs. Others look at Buddhas and demons. 
John used to volunteer here. 


They go outside and sit on stone benches. 

The light fades. 

It gets colder. 

Children play somewhere down below. 

Kei says the road they climbed reminds her of home. 
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Wednesday afternoon, three months to opening 

Mai says he’s exhausted from words. From thoughts. Just from thoughts. 

They told him this morning he’ll have much less put-in time at the academy than he was 
promised. Somebody - he thinks it’s the Royal Shakespeare Company - will be using the 
ballroom until Tuesday midnight. The place will be cleared out by Wednesday morning. Light 
opens the next day. He was counting on three days just to hang and focus the lights. 

He says maybe they can run through some of the pieces on Wednesday night, but Kei 
doesn’t want the group working that night. 

“That’s not all. We won’t have any place to store sets. They told us we could use the 
balcony of the Opera House, but The Royal Shakespeare is doing a show in there.” 

Kei experiments with the walking section of Part 9. The steps become more game-like. 
She adds a blocking maneuver. She tries a game of tag. 

“Okay. Let’s forget whole thing. I try do interesting way, not game. Shouldn’t look like 
doing game. So much complicated this way.” 
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Saturday afternoon 


Wendy comes forward in a slow, sinuous walk. Her body is never aligned in a single 
direction. Even when she rises up on her toes, her legs are bent. Her head turns one way, her 
body another. Her knees point in and out. 

Her arms flow around her. There are slight impulses when her wrists or elbows touch 
and when her hands or arms change direction. There's another quickening when her forearms 
cross in front of her face. She jabs her fingers into her hair. 

She quivers. She thrusts one hip to the side, sometimes her chest. For an instant the 
upper half of her body convulses. She shakes something away. In performance she will have 
white balloons taped to her arms, hips, and legs. 

Mai is the focus of the solo. Kei told her it;s all about seduction. He lies on his back. As 
she approaches he moves his body from side to side as though pushed by the wind. He tenses. 
His back arches. His legs rise up. They wave back and forth. He’s in a shoulder stand. When 
this subsides, Wendy stands on her toes, lowers herself to the floor, and gently crosses over his 
body. 

Mai rolls away. 

Wendy quivers. 
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Tuesday afternoon, December 10, Kei’s loft 



The floor is covered with white paper. It’s a pattern for the jigsaw puzzle in Part 4. 
Eventually its 81 pieces will be transferred to insulation board. The job will take 75 hours. 

During the dance, as each piece is laid down, there is less and less space for the dancers. 
A few paths are left open until the very end. When the last dancer is nudged aside, the lights go 
out. 

Maxine Klein created the puzzle four years ago. She's a stage designer, makes jewelry, 
restores paintings, builds scale models for parades and conventions. After the puzzle she'll work 
on the pages for Part 9. She's being paid $250 for both jobs. 
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Friday afternoon, Joanie’s loft 


Loud rock music is on. Wendy sweeps up some broken glass. John Parton and Avi cut 
plasterboard and hold it up for Abel to fasten in place with an electric drill. 

Last month walls appeared along one side of the loft. They started at the back, where the 
kitchen-living room is, and crept toward the front, where Joanie’s room is. Branches appeared. 
They marked off Avi’s room, then the room John will occupy, then the entrance where the 
elevator comes up. More recently a skeleton has surrounded a bedroom at the back. 

Kei comes in. She checks out the floor. In spite of the noise she lies down, rubs her 
hands together, places them over her eyes and forehead, breathes gently. 

The others arrive and change into practice clothes. Joanie turns the radio off. The drilling 
stops. The radiators whistle and burp. 

Near where I’m sitting Barbara walks back and forth practicing the head things from 
Part 9. Farther away Wendy ends a ballet barre and does what looks like a soft-shoe routine. 
Way at the back Richmond tumbles and jumps. His brother Abel sits cross-legged facing the 
wall. 

Kei stretches. 

Barbara massages John’s back. Kei and Joanie pair off. Abel and Amy. 

The elevator door bangs open. Avi hauls out a long flat structure. It has the words “As 
The World Turns, rooftop #8” written on it. He sets it against one of the new walls. It's painted 
to resemble layers of bricks. 

He goes back and comes out with “Duncan Hines No. 2.” It’s a window and the 
surrounding wall. 

“Money Maze #17” is awkward. Richmond helps carry it in. It’s labeled on the back 
“Lincoln Scenic Studios.” Avi whispers he found lots more. 

The massaging continues. 

Abel and Amy get up. He stands behind her and kneads the base of her neck, then he 
bends forward and kisses her shoulder. She turns. They hug. 

Kei raises her head and looks around. 


Just then I think, 

the goal of life is to be content. 
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Thursday morning, December 19, ten weeks to opening 

Production Meeting 

Jane Ward has a lot of keys hanging from her belt. She's the academy's production 
manager. 

Mai asks if it's okay to rent extra lights. 

“You mean 96 isn’t enough?” 

“The problem is, we have nine different dances, and we can't change between numbers.” 
“Find out how many you need and we’ll talk about it.” She has to leave. 

Kei looks across the room. “I want rehearse in space.” 

Mai tells her she can't. The room might be set up for something else. Kei says she’ll 
move the chairs. 

“No, Kei. We can’t do that. We can’t move anything. It’s all union.” 
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Saturday afternoon, December 21, The Hartsdale Masonic Lodge 


Children’s Dance Concert 


Kei applies makeup to one of the girls. The eyeliner upsets her, but she doesn’t cry until 
Kei is finished. More children arrive, and more. 

The mothers carry shopping bags down the stairs. They greet each other with bows and 
nods. The tiniest child stands in the middle of the floor. Red mittens dangle from his wrists. He 
opens his arms as Kei goes by. Soon everybody is running up and down the stairs. 

The dances contain promenades, turns, hops, somersaults, an occasional arabesque for 
the older girls. Kei prompts the littlest ones in Japanese and joins them in a circle dance. She’s 
only a little bigger than the kids. 

The program lasts till 3:00. In a flash the children are gathered up, the 7-Up cans are 
swept away, and all the shopping bags disappear. Each departure of an automobile is 
accompanied by bows and nods. There’s always a woman’s face smiling from the rear window. 

The parents leave two Christmas cards and some money with Kei. She says they can eat 
in Chinatown tonight. 
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December 24 


The dancers whirl around, opening and closing colored umbrellas. They jab them into 
the floor. Kei says the image is wind. 


Mai and Amy walk forward slowly, gently, a dozen steps or so. Amy is in front and Mai 
behind. His body is pressed against hers. Between each step, He wraps one arm around Amy’s 
chest and the other around her waist. Amy moves her own arms, first one then the other, so her 
hands cover Mai’s. At separate times they look to the side and to the front. 

They reverse the gestures and move backwards one step at a time. 


The women crouch down and spring onto the men as they jog by, bent over. At first the 
women are supposed to miss their targets, then land on the men’s shoulders and ride off. They 
have to land without fumbling and keep their bodies curled up. The men must keep a steady 
jogging in spite of the impacts. 

“I thought I was supposed to jump on your back from behind.” 

“No, it’s from the side. Try to get high up on my shoulders.” 
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Vince talks about lighting 


Kei's lighting is mostly white and black. It might have been an accident at first. White on 
white costumes is pretty effective. 

With rock bands you can use lots of color. You can really be an exhibitionist. They love 
it. 

With Kei I’m interested in the pure dance. Everything is very, very slow. There’s just 
you and the person on stage for maybe ten minutes. The simpler the lighting, the more involved 
you get in the quietness. 

I don't worry about shadows. I let them play off each other. In Part 9 shadows are about 
half the piece. 



Wednesday afternoon, Joanie's loft 


The steps for the walking section in Part 9 get more complex. On some counts there's 
forward movement. Others mark time as the legs open or slide shut or go up on the toes. 
There’s a jump forward on bent legs. The right leg is straightened for two steps. It creates a 
limp. The head and torso go up and down as legs are straightened and bent. 

Kei adds some improv. Instead of having the group do each type of walking for the 
length of the loft, the dancers decide for themselves when to change from one to another. 

Amy leads. She faces the others, who stand in a loose clump. When she starts marching 
backwards on bent legs, the rest follow, doing the same step forwards. Elsi steps out of the 
clump, turns around, and starts the second step. Wendy takes the third change. 

Kei says the second and third leaders should stay inside the group when they turn 
around. 
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Saturday night, December 28, Great Barrington, Vermont 


Abel’s Wedding 


Logs are carried in for the fireplace, The brothers Abel and Richmond, gather branches 
for a bonfire. The women fix supper. 

The table has a chain of balsam down the middle and a garland of sumac in the center. 
The women set out candles, then apples and plates of cheese and dark bread. 

Pots of brown rice and vegetables are handed round, and wine. Outside a full moon 
weaves shadows in the snow. 

After supper Abel, Shiva, and Randy improvise music for voices, guitar, and drums. 
Faces shine when someone puts a new log on the fire. 

We go tobogganing. Three times we make it through the trees to the bottom. Dogs for 
miles around all bark. It's the first time I've played in the snow by moonlight. Amy says it’s like 
being in a black-and-white movie. 

We stand in a field in a circle. 

Abel teaches us a Seneca chant. 

We repeat it twelve times. 

He walks around the inside of the circle, then the outside. He crosses and takes Melissa’s 
hand. Together they walk. Her children are here: Kelly, who’s ten, and Michael, who’s almost 
twelve. She’s wearing a long hooded robe embroidered with rust colored vines. 

Richmond reads the words of the ritual. Shiva explains their meaning. Abel and Melissa 
exchange rings and vows. 


Abel tells us to look at each other. Which we do. For a long time. 
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Wednesday afternoon, six weeks to opening 

Mai announces that the Wednesday and Friday classes are canceled so rehearsals can run 
from 1:00 to 7:00 those days. Two hours will be added to the Saturday rehearsals. They will 
have one more rehearsal at the academy. 

The men aren’t together in Part 9. They forget their steps. Kei slaps her hands against 
her knees to keep the tempo up. 

She calls a break. 

“Lots of movement doesn’t look well. Should look perfect. Sometimes I want see trying, 
but not this piece. Should look well, together.” 

The women practice. The men watch. 
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Wendy talks about dancing 


My training was in the way. I had to lose some of the style that training leaves on you. 
Here I can’t lose myself in the shapes. I have to come across as me. 

Her image in Part 7 - the planting scene - is to catch a glimpse of ourselves. For me it’s 
like being on a bus - you look up and see the top of your head reflected in the window. Some 
days I don’t want to do that. I came here to dance. I don’t want to deal with myself. In Part 1 
we’re supposed to be focusing in on ourselves. It's hard for me to do that. 

There’s something about passive and active. I guess it’s Oriental that way. 


We don’t have to do the movement but just be there. Other people, when they put an 
improv section in a dance, you get tense. You think, Can I do it tonight? You never feel that 
with Kei. 
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Saturday afternoon, January 4 


Kei reviews the fight dances in Part 7. The contact points are chest, hip, ankle, and head. 
The dancers pair off. 

Now shock- turn! 

Little shock! 

Jump-turn! 

Running fight! 


Amy and Elsi lock heads, pushing each other to the ground. 

Regine Kunzle joins the rehearsal. She was in the premiere of Part 7 two years ago. 
Since then she’s been studying European court dances and writing about Louis XIV’s dancing 
master. 



Friday afternoon, January 10 


Kei asks Mai to time Part 9. It takes 30 minutes. She's surprised. She thought it was 

longer. 

She says the men’s and women’s groups should each try to do the leg things together. 
They should find a way to change steps simultaneously within their groups. The women work 
out a signal. 

The men forget their steps again. They have to start over. 

“Not look like trying. Should be perfect. Each man too separate.” 

Twice she says it’s a matter of the heart. 

“Get together with group.” 
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Friday afternoon, the academy, five weeks to go 


Mai sets an alarm clock. They have to be out by 4:00. 

Kei begins with Part 7. 

The dancers lie on their backs around the edges of what will be the moveable floor 
frame. Slowly they roll over and over until they reach the center. They climb on top of each 
other until they make a standing mountain. They melt back to the floor. 

Kei brings the mountain closer to the audience. She also moves other sections forward. 


When they get to Wendy’s seduction dance, Mai says she’s approaching too fast. Wendy 
asks Kei what to do. 

“We rehearsed it. Why asking now?” 

The sleeping dance violates the area reserved for the farmers. 

“Why having trouble?” 


She says people were late. They’re forgetting everything. They look tense. She sees 
twitches. The movement should be quiet and shapeless. She says it should be like the whole 
ground is moving up and down. She thinks she should rehearse Part 7 every day next week. 

Mai steps behind her and holds her shoulders, “ft’s not so bad, Kei. We’ll work on it. It's 
the space. People aren't used to it.” 


Kei changes Part 6. The extra dancers were supposed to run lunge, creep, sprint and 
freeze back and forth across the width of the room. Now it's toward the audience and back. And 
she wants more moments of stillness. 


She's worried. “Space not working. Not alive.” 

People at the far end look tiny, like bean sprouts. 

“I think it’s wrong way I’m putting audience.” 

Mai tells her there’s no alternative. 

Vince comes over. He agrees that people look small. It's because the room is so long and 
narrow and the ceiling is so high. Lighting will solve the problem. 

Kei says Joanie’s solo has gotten “too rough.” 

“It’s too wild now? Okay, I’ll pull that back in. The whole thing should be quieter?” 
“More feeling. Now it’s just doing that.” 
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Saturday afternoon, January 18 


Kei tells John de Marco he isn’t making the scoops big enough in the marching section. 
John says he thought the scoops were supposed to be small. 

Kei says no. 

He explains how he thought they were supposed to be. 

She says no. She shows how she wants it, then how John was doing it. 

He says he wasn’t doing it that way. 

She does the scoop again, and again he disagrees. 

“I don’t understand. Why not trying to do right? Yesterday movement not good. Today I 
try making better.” 

Her voice falters. She says she practices all the time at home, even her own solo. 
Halfway through the next sentence she turns and walks behind a curtain to the dressing area. 

Everyone talks at once. They complete the marching sequence. As they cross back and 
forth they ask if what they’re doing looks right. 

They stand around. 

Finally, Joanie goes behind the curtain. 

Kei’s lying on her back, her arms under her head. She looks up. “They say they’re ready 
for Part 7.” Kei nods. 

They set out chairs and milk cases. John Parton moves into place for the farmer scene. 
Kei appears at the far end of the loft. 

The farmer scene ends. Kei motions to the other dancers. They do the chicken dance and 
shuffle back. She signals for Abel to do the wind dance. He begins, then pauses, then speaks: 
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“I know a little bit about you.” 

He whirls and pauses again. 

The others watch from behind the crates. 

Kei searches for something. 

“I lost grain of rice. Looking for grain of rice.” 

She finds the grain and holds it between her fingers. 

“Grain of rice is good luck and love.” 

She raises her hand and releases the grain. 

“Is that love?” 

She doesn't answer. 


He whirls away. 



Wednesday afternoon, January 22 


“Do you mind if I tell you things?” Amy asks. 

“No,” Richmond says. “We need to get sharp like the girls, especially since we’re 
independent artist types and you guys are just tools.” 

Amy tells the men that the women use a sharp breath as their signal in Part 9. The men 
talk it over. “I wish our group could be crazy and let them be neat.” 

The signal doesn’t work. They try again. 
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that evening 


The first change for the men goes by without a hitch. Mai looks surprised and flashes a 
big smile. Kei smiles slightly. On their last lap around Amy has a big grin on her face. 
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Elsi talks about money 


Do you know our ideas about making money? We always are having trouble with 
money. One year we decided to do origami for a living. That was really funny. Here you have 
Elsi and Kei sitting across from each other eight hours a day folding paper. We would ride the 
subway folding paper. Then we decided it takes too long. Doesn’t pay. Mai said we were crazy. 

So we decided to sew. We started designing blouses. We got up early in the morning and 
we were sewing until very late - just like going to a job. But we didn’t want to make a pattern 
and cut it out all day. So each blouse was a creation. We spread it all out on the floor and talked 
about where this piece should go and that piece. It took a long time. 

Then what happened: We saw an ad for a shop in the Village. So we went there and 
talked to them. They said we could rent a counter or we could leave things on consignment. 
They would take 50% or something like that. So we did that. But when we went back, the store 
was closed. Everything disappeared. So for all our work we got not even a penny. 

Then we were going to cook. Kei was taking me along as her assistant. She cooked for 
somebody and they paid very little. I don’t think she even got enough to pay for the materials. 
Now, every month she wakes up and tells me she’s going to do sushi. Mai gets tired of hearing 
about it. He keeps telling her, “I wish you’d forget about that sushi!” 


You know, Part 1 is very different now. There was a box before. Her idea was that the 
box was moving. At first I was in the box, then she had me do the things I do now. Then she 
rocked in the box. It had leaves in it. Now the leaves are in the sacks we wear, and she rocks on 
her back on the floor. I’ve seen many of the things we worked on then in other parts of Light. I 
think Part 1 has a lot to do with being born, getting started. 



Saturday afternoon, January 25, Joanie's loft 


Today is the first of the eight-hour rehearsals and the first time there's recorded sound - 
crickets, farm animals, heartbeats, electric guitar, rain, Buddhist chants, drums, a trumpet. 


Elsi does her slow-motion walk from Part 2. She has to hold her arms still but poised for 
12 minutes. Her fingers never move. 


Joe Ritter comes in to watch Part 9. He's in his teens. He’ll be the first ball-thrower, then 
Mai, then someone else, then Joe's father, Lloyd, who also helps Kei make sound recordings. 
Each ball-thrower is older than the one before. Each of them throws 15 balls. Kei is writing 
words for them to call out with each throw. 


Joanie does her Part 8 solo. The sound is loud rhythmic clapping. She itches, gets 
tickled, does a Japanese folk movement, swirls her hips, arms, and head. Her breathing gets 
loud. She sweats. Every time she changes movements Kei relaxes for a second, then leans 
forward. 

“Do you know what it’s like to do only four movements for 15 minutes? I feel trapped. I 
get more and more frustrated until finally the lights go off. Kei told me to imagine Em very big 
and the people are small. Em in an attic or someplace. They’re mice, but Em fantasizing that 
they’re little men.” 
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Everyone watches Richmond’s solo. He can’t get the arcs higher, so he makes them 
faster. He nearly runs into a wall. Wendy stares. When he's done the women hug him. 


Mai and John de Marco do the laughing and crying scenes from Part 8. They last 12 
minutes. 

There's a doubled-over laugh, a giggle, a laugh with the arms flung out and one leg 
raised, a laugh with the head thrown back and the arms wrapped around the stomach. 

They fall to the floor. They roll their legs back over their heads. 

“How can you laugh like that?” Mai asks. 

“Children laugh that way.” 


“Lights!” 

John rushes around crying. He has 15 positions. The first few are done kneeling. For 
others he stands. Sometimes he clasps his hands overhead or down at the side. Sometimes his 
arms circle overhead. He jabs his thumbs down into his mouth like criss-crossed swords. 

Mai tosses white beans from a box hanging from his neck. “Good in! Bad out! . . . Good 
in! Bad out! ... Good in! Bad out!” He uses different tones of voice. 


“Black out!” 

Mai laughs and giggles. He has 18 positions. 

John throws the beans. “Good out! Bad in! ... Good out! Bad in!” 

“Black out!” 


They switch roles. 


“I feel Part 8 is weak part. Lost idea.” 

She says Joanie should bring back the original image of her dance. Richmond should 
practice his sleeping positions. 

Mai and John should practice together. 

“Too much voice in very beginning, not enough movement. Voice leading, body things 
not working. Idea different, so relationship doesn’t work.” 


They sweep up the beans. 
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Kei talks about performing 


I always try get one point, connect with something in myself. If I don’t connect, I feel 
not good performance. Sometimes I come home and think was lousy performance, didn’t 
connect. Then close friend tells me it was wonderful. I don’t understand. 

Do you think about the piece? 

Earlier, not at performance. Now I’m starting thinking about piece, my part. At 
performance, no. 

Why do people do this? 

I know why. Take children. Children love perform. They don’t think. They just love 
perform. They don’t know. They just come alive. They wait for performance day coming. 
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Friday afternoon, one month to go 


The side -walkers veer off on diagonals. Kei tells them to keep their paths straight. They 
ask about the pages and the floor frame. She cuts them short. 


In spite of the explosions and crashes in Part 4 the jigsaw dancers need to stay relaxed. 
“Should be more calm.” 


Kei calls something Joanie was doing “the witch.” 

“You called that ‘the witch’?” 

“Yes, what you think it was?” 

“An insect.” 

“For you is insect, for me witch.” 

Again she warns everyone. “Is coming that way every piece, very much excited, mad. 
Should be more calm.” 
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Able talks about his life 


I met this woman who was going to a tryout for that dance thing at Martha’s Vineyard. I 
thought, far out, a free summer on an island. That's where I met Kei. We did Part 6 in the sand 
with the wind and the water. Wendy was there and she did a piece of jazz. 

Kei said she was going to continue working. But I still wanted the freedom I had before, 
so I traveled a lot. I got into drugs - heavy, eating downers, shooting crystal, dealing. That 
stopped after six months. 

I worked up at the Awosting Retreat. Up there is where I met Melissa. She came up in 
June the first time. The last day I was there Melissa said, “Why don’t you live in our house?” 

I went to an astrologer. She said, “You have an opportunity to dance? You’ve had it 
awhile?” She said it was good for me to be cooking. I had a job cooking for a restaurant. 

So I went to Kei. 

“Would it be possible for me to work still?” 

“Sure, if you really want to work.” 

When I started learning the things, it was like I already knew them. I started arranging 
my work schedule around Kei’s rehearsals. 


My name? I’ve never been satisfied with my name. That’s why I called myself “G. A.” 
Do I look like a George Albert Johnstone III? Exactly! 

Well, I was living with a woman in Pittsburgh. She said “Why don’t we go to Jamaica?” 
Far out! 

We went to live up in the hills - really primitive. 

It was okay for awhile, but she always had these things she had to do, going into town 
all the time. You can get to know somebody when you’re at home, but being away you get to 
know them differently. So I told her, “I don’t want you to bum me, and I don’t want to bum 
you. I just want to pack up my sleeping bag, and I’ll see you back in the states.” 

So I’m camping out up in the hills, living off the land. One day I climbed up this tree 
and knocked down a coconut. I drank the milk and started eating the meat. Then I rolled a joint. 
I only had about this much, but it was Colombian. 

Then I heard this guy laughing. He came out. I never saw him before. I passed him the 
joint. He asked me what my name was. When I told him G.A., he said, “Hey mahn, you crazy. I 
call you Abel, mahn.” It means Crazy Tree Climber. 

The guy was a Rasta. They live off the land and deal in dope. They’re so easy. Partly it’s 
because they’re so stoned. They roll what they call spliffs. It looks like an ice cream cone. It 
costs 57 cents. Any normal person would smoke one and it would last all day. They smoke six 
or seven. They grow vegetables right out of the volcanic rock. It was the best tasting asparagus 
I ever had. 
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Wednesday afternoon, January 29 

Amy leads the class. 

Abel sets up his conga drum. 

A circle forms. The beat turns West Indian. They start to clap. The beat gets faster. 
Elsi moves to the center. She twists her shoulders, tosses her arms and back. Her hair 

flies. 

The peak subsides and Amy leads the marches from Part 9. 
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Saturday afternoon, Joanie's loft, three weeks to opening 


Panels of muslin lie on the floor. The pile is 46 feet long. Three panels have to be sewn 
together lengthwise to make each page of the Part 9 book. 

Maxine bends over an old Singer. She can’t get the bobbin out. Finally she gives up and 
switches to a new portable. “I can make jewelry and models for days, but sewing is nothing but 
frustration.” 

Kei comes in with needles. Abel brings a sewing machine. Elsi brings another. She has 
her cousin along to help. John Parton strings extension cords overhead. He untangles two 
panels and sews them together. 

Wendy and Barbara arrive with donuts and another machine. 

Kei goes here and there. She spills coffee on one of the panels. No more food in the 
studio she says. 


At 4:15 the last three panels are joined together. 
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Thursday afternoon, Kei's loft 


Kei is in the kitchen sewing costumes. The fabric is unbleached muslin, the same as the 
book pages and the 60 cloth balls for Part 9. 

Joanie calls to say she found stones to weigh down the balloons for the planting scene in 

Part 7. 
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Thursday afternoon, February 6 


Kei says she has a stomach ache. Richmond massages her. 

Abel comes in with tickets from the Brooklyn Academy. Thursday is almost sold out, he 
says. There are 25 seats left for Saturday and about 20 for Sunday. 


Kei adds a new sound to Part 9. It used to be just the footfalls of the dancers. Now the 
stage manager walks slowly around the outside of the pages. He holds a metal theater-seat 
cushion. At the end of each section he drops it on the floor. It sounds like a gun. 


Joanie forgets to keep her focus revolving around the room. Richmond loses his 
diagonal. The crying and laughing scenes look artificial. 

Kei corrects each person. The skin under her eyes is rough and puffy. There's a rash on 
her hand. 
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Wednesday afternoon, 10 days to opening 


Elsi falls. Halfway through the caterpillar dance in Part 4 she crawls off. There was a 
sudden pain in her knee. She says something's popping. 

Kei makes sure the extra dancers for Part 6 are warmed up. 
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Saturday, five days to opening 


“Today last chance to see how dance work out.” 

In Part 6 Yukoko doesn’t have a partner to drag her back and forth across the room, so 
she hangs over and drags herself. 

Regine says that Bloomingdale’s has hundreds of summer outfits that look just like Kei’s 
costumes - cream-colored pants and tops with ties and belts. 

Elsi has her leg up on a chair. In Part 7, when it comes time for her crying dance, 
everything stops. 

Mai tells the extra dancers for Part 6 to come to the academy at 3:00 next Thursday. 

“We have a lot of things to do - lights and sets. It’s likely to be tedious and boring, so be 
prepared.” 

“Everybody wash, iron own costume.” 
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the academy's production office, three days to opening 


Jane bursts into the room. 

“You guys must be crazy! I’ve never seen anything like that lighting plot. It doesn’t 
make any sense! You can’t get all that up. Other dance companies come in with a hundred 
units.” 

“But the problem is, we have to light nine different dances and the space keeps 
changing.” 

“We agreed on 9-12, 1-5, and 5-11 on Wednesday. Then 9-12 and 1-5 on Thursday. Once 
a dance company opens, they just go. They have performance times.” Vince reminds her that 
each night is a different program, and she reminds him of the costs in a union house. 

After awhile Jane agrees to let them rehearse and focus lights on Friday, 9-12 and 1-5. 

Mai writes that down. 

He says he also needs rehearsal time on Saturday. 

After a moment Jane leans back in her chair. “I will say this to you guys. If I can give 
you 1-5 on Saturday, I will. Figure out what you’re doing, and let’s talk about it Thursday.” 

They talk about it. 

“OK. Let’s just take the 1-5 on Saturday.” 

Mai writes that down. 


Wednesday morning, one day to go 

Circus music is coming over the loudspeakers. 

Vince was here all night. Most of the lights are up, but they still have to be focused. 

That could take another fifteen hours. Today there's only enough time to work on tomorrow's 
lights. 

Kei helps mark the floor with pieces of tape. Each Part has its own color. Does she like 
doing this? “Oh, I love. Yes. Feeling how form coming. I like spend lot of time here.” 

Mai touches up the white paint on the floor frame, ft will change position for each Part 
of Light. When he puts the boards together they're two feet too long. He finds an electric saw 
and goes to work. 

Kei has to go to Joanie's loft to check the sacks the women will wear in Part 9. Birdseed 
is supposed to dribble out as they march. Twice she comes back and looks around. 

A carpenter from NBC who moonlights at the academy asks, “Is that chick Japanese?” 
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Thursday morning, ten hours to go 


The audience bleachers are being pulled out from the wall. 

Two men sweep the floor. A third pushes an electric washer. It leaves a soapy smell. 

Kei leads the dancers in a warm-up. She and Vince discuss the blackouts and how to 
move the floor frame. Mai and Vince discuss the loudspeakers. 

The last stack of bleachers is pulled open. Chairs are added. 


Elsi arrives. She’ll perform. 


Three photographers crouch outside the floor frame as the dancers rehearse Part 1. Kei 
moves Amy a little to the left. 


Upstairs in the dressing room Abel, Richmond, John de Marco, and Barbara slice 
vegetables for a fish soup. 
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Thursday night, Parts 1-6 


Tonight's program is part of a subscription series that includes the Pennsylvania Ballet. 

After Part 1 a couple people clap. 

Someone hisses. 

A few more people clap after Part 2. 

Someone hisses. 

Four people pick up their coats and leave. A woman leans forward and applauds them. 

A third of the audience walks out at intermission. The rest applaud warmly. 

The academy's president comes backstage with two others. They find Kei in the men's 
dressing room discussing the floor frame. They stand in the doorway and look here and there. 

“Very good. Thank you.” 
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Friday afternoon 


The crew is up on a scaffold focusing lights. Gradually the rice field for Part 7 turns 
blue-green. 


Vince says he’s ready for a run-through. 

There’s a delay. 

He calls it again. 

There’s another delay. 

Two dancers lie down on their backs in the rice field. 
Two others join them. 

They make a pinwheel, their heads in the center. 
They start to hum, a single pitch. 

Other dancers join the wheel. 

Other pitches emerge, 
rub together, 
rise, 

shift slightly, 
fall, 
change. 


Vince’s lights for tonight - icy greens and blues and warmer creams and whites 
play across the singing wheel and over the floor. 

Shadows stretch this way and that and change their hue. 

The crew stands motionless. 

A photographer climbs a wall ladder. 


At last it really is time to begin. They have to stop. 
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Friday night, Part 7 


Kei wanted the audience held outside until the dancers were in place. Word comes down 
that the house must open on time, the way it always does. She adjusts the beginning. 

The audience is younger than last night. Several dancers are here. But less than a third of 
the seats are filled. About 20 people leave. 
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Saturday afternoon 


One of the muslin pages for Part 9 hangs in front of the back wall. The other four pages 
stretch toward the audience on top of each other. Aluminum hoops screwed to the floor hold the 
pages together like a spiral notebook. There’s a mark halfway up the hanging page where a hole 
will be cut for the balls throwers. 


The women say they’re tired. 

Elsi says she can’t relax. Yesterday she cut her foot on stage. 

Joanie says she feels crazy. “All year we’ve been working just to come together for four 

days.” 
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Saturday night, Parts 8 and 9 


Joanie returns after her solo. She says she feels crazy. 

Richmond asks, “Did your mouth get dry? It was much shorter than I thought.” 

Kei returns, has tea. Joanie asks how it was. She makes a so-so gesture. 

Part 9 begins. The audience rustles, whispers. 

People cheer when Joe gets a cloth ball through the hole. They go “Ahhh” when he 
doesn’t. Mostly they go “Ahhh.” The seat cushion slams down. The first page is rolled to the 
back. 

Mai gets a few balls through the hole. 

The birdseed doesn't fall out of the sacks. 

At the end there’s whistling and applause. 

Elsi limps up the stairs to the dressing room. Her knee went out again. 
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Sunday afternoon, Parts 1 to 9 


The lights dim. 

Silence. 

Dance fans are here, artists, dancers, choreographers, critics, friends of Kei, people 
who’ve followed her and helped her. 

At the end of Part 7 the group takes a curtain call. As they leave the space Vince plays 
awhile with the lights. He has them go out here and there until only a glow remains. Then it, 
too, dims - as though we breathed it out ourselves. 


“When Elsi went out,” Abel says, “I felt all this energy going out to her. It was so nice.” 


Mai says the crew just tore one of the pages. Kei goes downstairs with needle and 

thread. 


Mai looks at a watch taped to the wall. “Gee, it really is going to last seven hours. It 
doesn’t feel like it. I feel like it started two and a half hours ago.” 


Throwing the cloth balls is a breeze. Kei made the hole bigger. 


At the end there's jumping and cheering. 

“Hey, we have to be quiet!” somebody says. “There’s a show next door.” 
Wendy whispers, “Oh, Shakespeare.” 
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that night, a brownstone near the academy 

In the arch between two parlors Abel sets up his conga drum. Shiva joins him with 
tablas. Randy takes out his guitar. It's like the night of Abel’s wedding. 

Joe Ritter's mother sits beside me on the couch. “She's done it but she hasn't.” 

“Oh?” 

“Three years ago she said she wanted to do it all on a beach. Or in a field. Now we have 
to get money to do it out of doors.” 

Mai has to go back to the academy tomorrow to clear things out. 

I ask him what's next. 

“Kei will get back to classes in about a week. She is going to do a new piece for the 
National Endowment. I’m going to try to work out some things for the fall. So, basically . . . it's 
classes.” 

What about money? 

“Once I’ve paid the bills off, I’ll have fifteen-hundred dollars left over. Probably I'll split 
that up among the dancers.” 

Why do you do this? 

“I don’t know ... I guess ... I consider it as my work. It’s what I’m doing. This is what I 
do. All the other things I do, it’s to get money to do this. The dancing part has suffered for me. I 
had to be away a lot. It’s okay - it was something I had to do. That’s why I wasn’t in Part 9. 

I’m really sorry. I would have liked to be in the lines part - the last part.” 

Kei and Mai get ready to leave. 

I guess it's over. 

She comes to the couch where I’m sitting. “You feel good?” 

I reach up and hold her by the waist. “Do you feel good? You should.” I realize how 
tight my grip is. 

Just before I leave Joanie comes up. “I've been instructed to hold you.” 
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The rooms are big. 

The front windows are wide and tall. 

The outside doors have thick glass panels. 
The steps down are broad and steep. 

It’s a wider street than where I live. 

Halfway down the steps I hear a knock on the glass. 

It’s Joanie. She’s smiling. Others are crowded behind her. 
She leans one hand against the glass 

and blows a kiss. 
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